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Figure No. 2 
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Circulus.Felix' in the Maghreb 
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the Maghreb where the populations of Mauritania 
are still ethnically divided between the Sudan (i.e., 
blacks) and the Beidan (i.e., whites). Again, just as 
Egypt, the desert oasis, was the human base from 
which the Sudan was mainly Arabised, Morocco, 
another coastal Mediterranean island, provided the 
Marabuts with the necessary base for the Islamisa- 
tion and Arabisation of Mauritania up to the Senegal 
- Senegal itself is a French corruption of Senhaga, 
the leading Arabised Berber tribe of the Middle Age 
which actively participated in the march southward. 
Like Egypt in the Nile basin, Morocco was for long 


the undoubted mistress of the western Sanara. 
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their dual role and orientations. So just as Egypt 
dealt incessantly with Syria and Asia in the north 
and with Sudan, Nile basis and East Africa in the 
south, Morocco was deeply involved politically and 
culturally in Spain to the north and in Shinkit 
(Mauritania) and West Africa to the south. However, 
the northern dimension of Morocco's, after having 
for long been a virtual ‘European Maghreb’, was ul- 
timately truncated for ever. This shifted the centre oi 
gravity of Morocco's intersts southward where It con- 
centrated: her activities to a greater degree than aid 


Egypt in its southern reaches. 


Apart from the Nile, Mauritania is to Morocco 
what the Sudan Is to Egypt. Indeed, the appellation 


of Sudan in the Nile basin repeats a similar one In 
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has distant extensions outside the Continent. A cer- 
tain element of historic continuity and conservaation 
has traditionally been common to both. Both too, are 
about the most densely populated and politically the 
most ancient countries in their respective continents. 
Both led their respective continents and monopol- 
ised power in them for a longer or shorter period. On 
the other hand, Britain's dilemma, now especially 
acutely felt, between the Continent and the over- 
seas Commonwealth is alien to Egypt which finds 
no antagonism or physical separation between its 


{wo vital dimensions. 


Perhaps a nearer parallel to Egypt is the Mo- 
roccan example. Both are symmetrical in their cor- 


ner-stone positions in northern Africa, and hence in 
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ably suffering from cultural frustration, it adopted the 
Arad script, only to drop it for the Latin when she 
completely changed spots from Asia to Europe. 
Now, nothing could be further from the age-old, self- 
emergent and enduring culture of Egypt with its 


earth-bound sedentary population. 


Next one might conceive of Britain jor more 
Dlausible analogue. It is an island, an archipelago, 
on the flanks of Europe, much the same as Egypt Is 
a desert island on the outskirts of Africa. Both are 
characterised by a modicum of natural isolation and 
insulation, and actually experienced at one time or 
another a so-called ‘reclusion period’. Just as Egypt 
transcends its African position to the wider horizon 


of the Arab World, so in the Commonwealth Britain 
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separates the two cycles. To this may added the 
striking parallelism in size of population (+33 mil- 
lion each). Just as Turkey once expanded in Europe 
right up to the walls of Vienna, so did Egypt up to the 
lakes in Africa. On the opposite side, both made ex- 
tensive penetrations into Asia. Yet despite all these 
external parallels, few countries could be as in 
wardly dissimilar as Egypt and Turkey (not to say 
they are.culturally and historically antithetic). The 
one has no history (‘sans histoire'), indeed no geo- 
graphical roots even, since it was uprooted from the 
Asiatic steppe as a nomadic mushroom power - 
Anatolia is a homeland only by adoption. Again it 
had no civilization of its own and is considered by 


some to have begun as a cultural parasite. Presum- 
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It is no more correct either that in the past she rarely 
paid attention to Nubia, oudan, Ethiopia and the 
Nile until and unless she faced political or military 
setbacks in the north in Syria or West Asia. Nor is it 
any more true that its southward drive synchronised 
with its phases of decline and debility or was neces- 


sarily a retrograde step. 


Turkey, to cite another example, reveals cer- 
tain similarities to Egypt which may tempt compart- 
son. Turkey is a bridge between Asia and Europe, 
just as Egypt is between Asia and Africa. Indeed, the 
main body in both cases falls into one continent, 
while only a small sector extends across the other- 
Sinai and Thrace respectively. In both cases, it is a 


waterway of the greatest international interest that 
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True too, Egypt is the most Asiatic, and among the 
least African, of Africa in much the same way as 
Russia is the most Asiatic, and the least Europe. 
Nevertheless, the dual character that is sometimes 
described to Russia does not hold good for Egypt. 
Russia, it is said, used to look forward to Asia when- 
ever she met with rebuff or defeat in Europe, or vice 
versa. To Egypt, the Asian- African dichotomy is no 
matter a geopolitical tactic, but a millennial element 
deeply engrained in its historical and cultura! struc- 
ture. The allegations that Egypt did not seriously 
take an African drive in its foreign policy in the last 
few years except only after it had met with troubles 
in the Arab East, especially the cession of Syria 


from the United Arab Republic, is plainly inaccurate. 
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Chapter VI 
Some geographical analogies 


Concentrating on the Asian and African dimen- 
sions, it would be misleading to depict their mutual 
interaction whether past or contemporary in the 
same way the two continental dimensions of Czarist 
Russia were sometimes patronal. True, of course, 
certain analogies of more than incidental character 
occur between Egypt and Russia. Each is the eldest 
sister in a vast ethnic- natinal sphere, the arab 
world and slavdom respectively. Each has been 
subjected to the opposed pressures of Westerniza- 
tion and local endemism. Each developed for itself a 
modern outlet as a window on the West, and that, in 


both cases, at the hands of an absolute autocrat. 
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our sphere of maritime activity, leaving the remain- 


der for the land sphere. 


Proceeding now to the interplay of contintal ci- 
mension, we find that Egypt's relations with the Arab 
world are somhow greater along the longitudinal 
axis (Syria- Sudan) than along the transversal 
(Arabia- Maghreb). Moreover, Egypt's influence was 
more of a positive nature on the former, while on the 
latter she was to some extent rather on the receiving 


end, 
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the Turks did their share to emphasise the trend. 
Continental orientation has gained the upper hand 
over the maritime, and the transversal axis has pre- 


vailed over the longitudinal. 


Finally, to correlate both our land and sea di- 
mensions into one integrated framework, we have 
only to draw a circle with the centre on Egypt and 
the circumference tangential to the confines of 
Greece, the Aegean, Asia Minor, Armenia and the 
Euphrates. Encompassing Syria, Western Arabia, 
North Sudan and Cyrenaica, this would roughly de- 
limit the broad core area of Egypt's historical orien- 
tation. An inner circle within and tangential in the 
north would take in the eastern basin of the Mediter- 


ranean and would roughly delineate the nucleus of 
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in this case the Atlantic. 


Now in Egypt equally three stages are discern- 
ible, only the latest being radically different. The inl- 
tial was as much potamic, i. e., rivering as it was 
coastal. The second is not only parallel to its coun- 
terpart in Europe, but is per excellence the era of the 
closest and most intricate relations with tne cont- 
nent opposite, whether in ancient Classical, or med- 
ieval times. Subsequently, however, against the 
oceanic stages in Europe, we get the contnintal in 
Egypt. While the former took the plunge into the 
Athantic, Egypt threw in it lot with the Arabs in Asia, 
all the more so because the oceanic activities of Eu- 
rope themselves eventually turned the Mediterrane- 


an for the Arab into a mer ‘cul-de-sac'. Soon, too, 
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produce as wel as minerals (including cedar wood 
from Lebanon and copper from Cyprus) were made 
available from the north and more torrid and exotic 


plants from the south (e. g., myrrh and incense). 


lf such be the maritine dimensions of Egypt tn 
general terms, a word may now be said of how they 
fitted in with the land dimensions. Comprison here 
with Europe will be useful. As it is known, geograph- 
ical orientation in Europe passed through three his- 
torical stages, viz., the coastal, the thalassic and the 
oceanic. In the first navigation it was purely local tn 
its infancy. The second is practically synonymous 
with the Mediterranean which provided the nursery 
and maritime schoo! in which Europe graduated 


and from which it finally ventured out to the ocean, 
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could in a sense be dubbed an Egyptian sea. The 
fact that it appered on certain Greek maps, as the 
Eritrean sea is simply a misnomer; more lifting could 
be the Pharaonic Sea, as indeed it was called In Ibn 
Jubair, or the Sea of Suez as referred to by Ibn 
Khaldum, or finally the Sea of Kolzum, Clysma as 


was one time name named. 


At any rate, the maritime field of Egypt, con- 
fined as it does to the two seas which describe to- 
gether a wide angle, assumes an essentially linear 
axis. The linear pattern makes for its diversification 
in natural habitats and consequently in products, In 
sucn a way as to enable complementary exchange. 
Thus the Mediterranean is a temperate sea; the Red 


Sea tropical. So Mediterranean and cold- temperate 
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Egypt itself, the Mediterranean is very much like the 
extensive, rich and all- important Delta; whereas the 
Red Sea is reminisent of the slot- like, entrenched 
and exiguous valley in Upper Egypt. And Egypt falls 
at the pivotal fulcrum between the two seas, deriving 
thereirom its crucial importance, precisely as Cairo 
falls between the two entities of Egypt with all its en- 
suing adimension of Egypt's, the very issue Is never 


raised concerning the Red Sea. 


On the other hand, however, let us not forget 
that Egypt's role itself in the sense that certain other 
Mediterranean countries played a more prominent 
part than it did in that sea, whereas of all the Red 
Sea countries certainly none has enjoyed a greater 


position than Egypt. Indeed, it is the Red Sea that 
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sible. Egypt's traditional maritime field has, of 
course, been confined to the Mediterranean and 


Red Sea. 


Of the two, the main weight goes by and large 
to the former; its role in the life and destiny of Egypt 
is incomparably greater than the latter. Each, how- 
ever, actually derives much of its value, significance 
and importance from the other without which it 
would loose most of its import and would be relegat- 
ed to the status of a purely local inland sea. The 
Mediterranean, with its vast surface area, the ramifi- 
cations of its basin, its central location and its histor- 
ic density, could easily be likened to a main square, 
wnereas the Red Sea long, narrow and relatively 


poor, is a mere by-road. Or, to give an analogy from 
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Chapter V 


The Four Dimensions in Interaction 


The question now Is: how have the different ci- 
mensions of Egypt, especially the Asiatic and 
African, com to work in interaction? How has the 
personality of Egypt been coloured by the interplay 
of their respective forces? To begin with the mari- 
time dimensions, which occupy a secondary place 
compared to the land dimensions, it will at the outset 
be noticed that the fact that fluvial Egypt is a mono- 
or uni- environmental land (i. €., has fundamentally 
and solely one type of natural region) lacking in ec- 
onomic diversity and especially minerals and wood 
resources, has since early prompted it to seek sea 


and overseas trade. Central location made this pos- 
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the Mediterranean’ theory which overlooks the fact 
that the role of this sea in the 20"" century AD is very 
much different from that of the 20'" BC and would 
only put the clock back, there is ample room (and 
need) for closer and more systematic relations be- 
tween Egypt and the Mediterranean world. Egypt 
lacks a planned policy for the deepening and 
strengthening of its ties with its Mediterranean 
neighbours, political, economic and cultural. It 
would do well to hammer out this policy as early as 
it can, not only because it is the fourth largest in 
population among its four constituent countries, But 
also because th sea is half Arab. A common Arab 
Strategy is also necessary to meet the Israeli threats 


in the Mediterranean. 
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pines)in antiquity or the Crusades subsequently, not 
to mention the Vandal influences and later the 
‘Andalusi most immigrations which the Maghreb re- 
ceived. From the human standpoint, as from the 
physical Egypt, we conclude, is the least Mediterra- 


nean of the Mediterranean lands. 


If, to recapitulate, we are to mahe an overall 
assessment of the relative weight and positions of 
the Mediterranean in the balance of our regional 
values and space relations, we may best say that it 
is greater than that of the Baltic in the case of Russia 
and roughly similar to that of the Mediterranean in 
the case of France. This is no minor position, but is 
not the leading one either. Accordingly, and quite 


apart from the reversionist historicism of the ‘unity of 
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and at the same time in a position to provide them 
with commodities they lack (such as cotton, rice, on- 
ions, etc.). Such, in effect, is an economic comple- 
mentarity compensating for physical dissimilarity, 


able it a consequence thereof. 


So much, then, for the physical side. Turning 
now to the human aspects, we equally find Egypt 
the least amongst the Mediterranean countries to re- 
ceive ethnic influences and human drifts from the 
shores of that sea, especially the opposite shore. 
True, appreciable communities and bloods have in- 
filtrated from the margins of the eastern bain of the 
sea as well as from the Barbary coast, yet they are 
hardly to compare with what the Syrian coast re- 


ceived from the ‘people of the sea’ (the Philip- 
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west of the Nile Delta, only a very narrow belt along 
the tip of Egypt can passably be considered Medi- 
terranean or semi- Mediterranean. Indeed Egypt, 
aione in the Mediterranean, is the country that does 
not know the typical Mediterranean food-complex 
normally dominated by the wheat - olive oil - wine 


trio. 


In short, it is Mediterranean by location, yet not 
by climate, or, let us say, the least Mediterranean of 
the Mediterranean. Thus, on the other hana, makes 
it the only country in the region which belongs to an 
essentially different type of production, tropical and 
semi-tropical.Clearly, this makes it exceptionally In 
need of the traditional products of the other fellow 


countries (such as nuts, dried fruits, olive oil, etc.) 
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yond which density abruptly and dramatically drops. 
Furthermore, the Mediterranean constitutes, as in 
the case of france, only one of many dimensions in 
the geography of the country. Just as France is a 
two-sea State, so is Egypt; and just as France has 
its huge land base outside the Mediterranean basin 
as well as its extensive interests and dimensions in 
Atlantic Western Europe and in Central Europe, so 


nas Egypt in both Asia and Africa. 


Thirdly and finally, it must be remembered that 
Egypt is the one Mediterranean country farthest from 
the opposite coast and from Europe in general. Cli- 
matically too, it is the only one bordering the sea 
without belonging to the Mediterranean type of cli- 
mate. Although the olive, the typical hallmark of the 


Mediterranean climate, actually trines north and 
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than that of the sea. 


secondly, while most Mediterranean countries 
border the sea along an extenssive front (e.a., 
Maghreb and Syria), Egypt, more or less like 
France, touches upon it rather perpendicularly, so to 
speak. The Nile, like the Rhone, is tangential to the 
sea almost at a point, rether than along a line. More- 
over, a considerable belt in the north of the Delta, 
the Berari belt, is mostly inhabited or very sparsely 
populated marshes and wastelands. This vacuum 
generally separated the bolk of the population trom 
the sea and kept it out of touch with it In fact, as sam- 
ple notices, Egypt in this respect is probably the only 
exception in the Mediterranean, a basin typically 
characterised by an extraordinary concentration of 


population along its immediate coastal lands be- 
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three peninsulas of Europe or, for that matter, Syria 


and the Maghreb. 


Behind these limitations and restrictions lie, it 
would seem, geography and natural conditions.!n 
the first place, the Mediterranean is rimmed al 
around with a lofty montainous ring cutting the stran- 
gled coastal plain from the interior, rendering it too 
narrow to support tts population who are driven to 
the sea as true amphibious societies, frequently ex- 
porting men overseas. Now, Egypt alone is the ex- 
ception. Here alone the continuos mountain rim dis- 
appears, giving place to the vast and amply rich flat 
land of the Nile Delta. Hence no push factors driving 
the population to the sea exist, indeed the pull fac- 
tors on the land reign supreme and unchallenged. 


The call of the river has always been far moré potent 
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tural relations per force cross the Mediterranean to- 
day, the share of its countries thereof is rather limit- 
ed. It is a well-known fact in inter na tional trade that. 
in view of the sameness of productions throughout 
the Mediterranean, the reciprocal trade relations be- 
tween the bordering countries are rather poorly de- 


veloped. 


Generally speaking, our Mediterranean dimen- 
sion can be summarily described as being more cul- 
tural than physical, enconomic than human and 
more limited to the eastern basin than to the west- 
ern. However vital, it is emphatically of a lesser or- 
der than our Asiatic dimension. Indeed, it is not go- 
ing too far to state that the place of the 
Mediterranean In Egypt's life is less than it is in most 


other countries of the sea - compare for isntance the 
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our geographical orientation. It is Egypt's window on 
the norih as well as on the rhythm-keeper of her ma- 
terial and cultural pulse. Yet it is clearly a discontin- 
uous orientation, subject to many ups and downs. 
Further, Egypt's part in it seems more on the receiv- 
ing end, although the reverse was true of the older 
times. Besides, the Mediterranean role in the very 
being of Egypt has probably varied and dwindles 
through time in a progressive manner; the role of the 
sea at large has itself shrunken with the expansion 
of the world especially since the Atlantic became the 
new Mediterranean. As to the very considerably se- 
rious connections we now see with contemporary 
Europe via the Mediterranean, these only make of it 
a station ‘en route’ rather than an ultimate terminal. 


For, although the bulk of our external trade and cul- 
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tains to this day the imprint of this Levantine associ- 
ations especially represented in its manufacturin- 
gactivities In furniture, Syrian confectionery, etc. Mo- 
hammed Ali inherited this situation, but in his rash 
westward first reverted to Rosetta. His need, howev- 
er, however, for a real window on Europe - much 
like his counterpart in Russia, Peter the Great - 
drove him to re-create Alexandria, exactly as the lat- 
ter created St. Petersburg. Despite the historic muta- 
tions of moderm Alexandria and her supreme place 
in our modern foreign trade and relations, the air 
age has come slightly to restrict the role of the sea 
and her relative weight, shifting the exclusive domi- 


nance to inland Cairo. 


We are noe in a position to assess the whole 


situation. The Mediterranean is a vital dimension in 
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as its throbbing heart. This was owing to the fact that 
its location, on the front of contact between the 
Egyptian hinterland and the metropolitan foreland, 
was eminently suited to the purposes of Ssea-power 


colonisation. 


This, however, left it from the point of view of 
the hinterlerland itself something like a foreign city, 
an exotic island from the Aegean Archipelago, 
moved and attached to the Egyptian coastline- wit- 
nesses the significant rubric ‘Alexandria and 


Aegypotium’. 


In the Middle Ages and the era of Italian cities 
connections, Rosetta led the leading route value. 
With the shift to the eastern basin, Damietta and Tin- 


nis later usurped ascendancy. The former still re- 
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reemphasise the Mediterranean dimension, in the 
external outlook of Egypt, although it would be near- 
er the truth to say it realised a universal outlook for 
Egypt, with the Mediterranean being only an integra! 


part thereof. 


Such in essence are the tidal ebb and flow 
waves in our Mediterranean dimension. It is readily 
obvious that the geogrraphical compass of Egypt 
fruitfully reflected the pulse of the sea snd its basin; 
all their vicissitudes and oscillations being reverber- 
ated ad echoed locally. This was most evidently felt 
in the capital cities and the leading coastal parts, 
whose destinies and magnitudes were dictated or 
controlled by those oscillations. Thus in the Helle- 
nistic period Alexandria was created from nothing 


quickly to dominate the Classical world and function 


$$$) 
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tacts were frequent and intense with the capital of Is- 
laam (islambul = Istanbul), the coastland of the Bal- 
kans in Greece and Albania, etc. Numerous eml- 
grants and refugees from these rather poorly 
endowed countries, the Orniauds, Mohammed All's 
Albanian troops, etc., are cases in point. Once 
again, to this day we find evidence of their original 
extraction in their personal names which often de- 


rive from place or names. 


still moving down the centuries, we find our 
association with the eastern basin of the Mediterra- 
nean continuing actively under Mohammed Ali, but 
with the gathering momentum of Westernization and 
Europeanization was added the western basin, not- 
ably France and Italy, gradually almost to the exclu- 


sion of the former. The Suez Canal came at last to 
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in line with Egypt and the Red Sea along the same 
axis. In fact, they formed together a link in what 
came to be known as the ‘economic backbone of 
medieval Europe’. Similarly, our intensive contacts 
with the Levant (Syria in particular) took place by 
sea rather than by land (the Via Mare). Even the 
Crusader's menace approached us by sea, tnus 
emphasisng our Mediterranean dimension, though 


militarily. 


Although the Ottoman period witnessed the se- 
rious migration of transit trade, our Mediterranean 
orientation did not entirely cease; only did the focus 
shift from the 'waist' of the sea to itseastern basin, 
i.e., the Levant. As a matter of fact, the Ottomans 
connected us with the Levant and Anatolia more 


closely than we are normally apt to imagine. Con- 
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the sea’, while later the Greeks used to divide Egypt 


in two: Mediterranean Egypt, the Valley. 


In Islamic times, the Mediterranean assumed a 
really prominent and axial dimension in the life of 
Egypt as both entities constituted inevitable step- 
ping-stones along the world transit trade route. 
Egypt was intimately associated with the sea, but 
most notably its central ‘waist’, Alexandria, Damietta 
togetner with Venice, Genoa, Pisa, Salerno and 
Amaiti being like correlated cities at a distance. Cai- 
ro and Alexandria constantly had, especially under 
the Mamelukes, a resident active colony of mer- 


chants from the Italian city-states. 


These intimate bonds only go to remind of the 


fact, pointed out above, that Italy and the Adriatic fal 
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The fact, then, is that the relations within the 
Mediterranean are an historical outgrowth which 
passed through successive evolutionary stages, all 
intimataly associated with the strategic space- 
relationships in the Old World. Thus in early antiqui- 
ty the effective compass of the world, the arbres ter- 
rarum, scarcely exceeded the Ancient East and the 
Mediterranean basin, Europe north of the Alps and 
Africa south of the Sahara being either foggy fast- 
nesses and barbarians or unknown wilderness and 
primitives. Quite logically, the Mediterranean pola- 
rised the then effective world, including Egypt. 
Hence our commercial and cultural tise with Minoan 
Crete, Classical Greece and Rome, the Levant and 
Cyprus, etc. Early in Phaaraonic history, the Egyp- 


tian coast experienced the attacks of the 'people of 
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er Arab countries bordering the Meaiterranean, to- 
wards Europe in a way that could subordinate them 


to her political or at least cultural hegemony. 


Now it is true that 'Europe begins at the Saha- 
ra', but itis equally true that ‘at the Pyrenees begins 
Africa’. In other words, the theory can also make of 
Southern Europe an appendix of Africa, and not 
vice versa. If the Sahara is a barrier, so too cas be 
the Alps. And if the European shore of the Mediter- 
ranean admittedly prevailed or transgressed over 
the African, the reverse obtained for many countries. 
And finally, in any case, the theory of the unity of the 
Mediterranean cannot divert Northern Africa of its 
African nature and character any more than it can 
separate Southern Europe from the Northern conti- 


nent. 
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vival of an old, one-time prevalent, but now more or 
less obsolescent, theory in the West. We refer of 
course, to the theory of the ‘unity of the Mediterrane- 
an sea’ in Classical antiquity which Greek then Ro- 
man colonisation presumably put into effect. Having 
conquered and dominated the Southern littoral of 
the sea from end to end, they linked the two shores 
into one unified, closed system, politically as well as 
culturally. However, that may be, it must be re- 
marked that such was an imposed unity, forced only 
by coercion and unilaterally, and therefore cannot 
be a free test of a natural emergent. The theory, too, 
would almost cut Africa north of the Sahara from the 
rest of the continent. Some also feel that it could 
lend ready justifications to ulterior political designs 


Such as orienting the area, whether Egypt or the oth- 


| , Muttipilclty of dimensions and aspects 


link in it, probably less affects the destiny of the 
Mediterranean than it is affected by it. Taking all this 
in consideration, we may sum up by saying that the 
Mediterranean is certainly one axial dimension in 


Eqypt's life, but not necessarily the most vital one. 


On the other hand, other theories seem less 
plausible. Some authorities, including certain lead- 
Ing contemporary Egyptian intellectuals, would 
make us (or have us believe to be) part of a culture 
and a world they visualize, the so-called Mediterra- 
nean world. Egypt should, they urge, look to the sea 
and ‘give it back to the desert' as they put it. To them 
it Is no longer of avail to look, as we did in the past, 
to the sand in the age of water, the ocean age. It 


would seem, however, that this claim is merely a re- 
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ranean which if it does not fill, someone else will 


do. 


Now, there can be no doubt that much in this 
view !s in general basically sound and is substan- 
tiated by solid facts. We are afraid, however, that it 
probably over-rates the relative share of Egypt in the 
life of the Mediterranean as well as that of the latter 
in the life of Egypt itself (it is difficult, for instance, to 
consider the Mediterranean an ‘Alexandrian’ sea, 
etc.). To be sure, the reciprocal relations between 
the country and this sea are old-standing and far- 
reaching, yet there are countries | the Mediterrane- 
an basin that have played in a more prominent part 
and normally spend more of their energies inte its 


waters. Moreover, Egypt, though the most crucial 
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did Egypt so much harm as its neglect for the sea 
and its front. That was one of its biggest historic 
mistakes. All the weak points and sad sides of 
our medieval history, the decline, disintegrations 
and decadence of the Moslem world and last but 
not least our fall in the hands of modern imperial- 
ism, all were due to the fact we shunned the 
Mediterranean and gave up our role in it, giving 
all our attention eastward to Asia. One single 
areal dimension, has is to say, completely ab- 
sorbed us to the exclusion of the other dimen- 
sions, thereby resulting In the loss of the advan- 
tages of our commanding geographical 
locations. Our historical balance was upset and 
thereupon came the great downfall. The obvious 


lesson Is that Egypt has a vacuum in the Mediter- 
64 
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what it granted none else, and equally benefited 
from it as it benefited from none else, his apogee 
phases are her's, and these are the Ptolemaic 


times in particular. 


2) The history of Egypt has always been influenced 
by the Mediterranean, and that even in the phas- 
es of isolation such as the Ottoman. Egypt Is not 
only the key to the affluence of the Middle East, 
but also to that of the whole Mediterranean ba- 
sin; anarchy and unrest in Egypt affect all its 
countries; so, too, it happens whenever she relin- 


quishes or neglects its place in the sea. 


3) The lite of Egypt is in good order only when it Is 
connected with the Mediterranean; the sea ele- 


ment is a vital one ion its very existence. Nothing 
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mension. The pivot of the theory is that the Mediter- 
ranean ‘is the most essential element in the history 
of this country’ and it Is buttressed with three 
‘données’, here set forth as far as possible in their 


author's own phraseology. 


1) The History of Egypt is nearly the history of the 
Mediterranean. Stability and prosperity in Eqypt 
mean an active shriving Mediterranean. The his- 
tory of Alexandria, the lung of Egypt, summaaries 
and sums up the whole history of the Mediterra- 
nean. prior to her, it hardly existed as a unified 
whole, and it did not emerge in unity and unison 
and attain full maturity except only after it had ap- 
peared. The Mediterranean, in short, is an 


Alexandrian sea at bottom and heart. It gave it 


: Muttiplicity of dimensions and aspects 


lead straightaway to Egypt, while the Italian penin- 
suia, the Adriatic, the Greek peninsula and the 
Aegean, all striking from North West to South East, 
assume almost the same axis of the Nile valley al- 
most extend along one and the same axis. Besides. 
navigation from the head of the Adriatic, if continued 
in the same direction, almost directly leads to Egypt, 
In the result, the Mediterranean seems to be an in- 


visible link in a chain extending athwart its shores. 


No doubt then, the Mediterranean is a sensible 
as well as a sensitive dimension in the life of Egypt. 
The essential questions however, It to what extent, 
and how does it fit into the scheme of our life? Huss- 
ein Moeniss is probably the best known authority to 


formulate a whole theory on our Mediterranean dl- 
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Indeed it could be claimed, if ever seas could 
be said to 'debouch’ at all, that the Mediterranean, 
especially its eastern basin, debouches precisely 
into Egypt. Let us glance at the map (see Figure No. 
3). The Mediterranean ultimately terminates at 
Egypt, although It is the farthest Mediterranean unit 
from Europe. Any use of the séa as a crossing to the 
Orient must necessarily polarise unto Egypt (and to 
a less extent unto Syria). Without the key position of 
Egypt (and relatively of Syria) traffic therein would 
be merely or nearly local, and it would turn from a 
world sea into a regional sea at best. Consider, 
then, the shape of the eastern basin in particular: it 
will readily be seen that all its fingers point to Egyot. 
The direct, transverse line from the ‘waist! of he sea 


near Sicily, as well as the Levant near Alexandretta, 


a eel 
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Chapter IV 


The Mediterranean Dimension 


That the Mediterranean forms one essential di- 
mension in the external orientation of Egypt, is a 
truism that can hardly be questioned. Facing it, as it 
does, along an extensive frontage, the country can- 
not fail to interact and co-exist with it. Infact it constl- 
tutes one side of the territorial square that is political 
Egypt; indeed the sole ‘living’ side since it alone Is 
in direct contact with the Egyptian ecumene where- 
as the other sides are more or less 'dead'-lines. This 
is to say that the desert, encompassing Egypt (as It 
does Syria and Anatolia), has oriented it towards 
the Mediterranean and eventually connected it with 


Europe beyond as much as it tied it to Africa behind. 


—____(=} 
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_ to some extent: active in the north, passive or merely 
receptive in the south. This, however, goes only for 
the human side. Physically, it is one of the most vital 
importance since it represents the hydrological ba- 
sis of the very Egyptian existence, a fact which gives 


it such an exceptional political significance. 
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relations substantially less that of Sudan's respec- 
tive ratio. The pull of Egypt, in other terms, is rela- 
tively stronger. This partly explains the preponder- 
ance of the Nilotic longitudinal axis ovis over the 
transversal one of the savanna in the whole Sstruc- 
ture-existence of Sudan. It likewise accounts for the 
fact that the gravitational pull of Egypt on the Su- 
daan far outweighs that of the Arabian Peninsula 


opposite, whether that be in the past of at present. 


To sum up, the salient characteristics of the Ni- 
lotic dimenson in the fabric of life of Egypt, we may 
say that it is a primary one, hardly broken through- 
out history, indeed it gained in intensity through his- 
tory. On the other hand, it is essentially of a cultural 


and political nature, and, from this angle, unilateral 


Multipilerty of dimensions and aspects 


and Sudan were the two regions most closely asso- 
clated with Egypt throughout history, whether politi- 
cally, militarily or culturally, etc. Nor is it mere acci- 
dent that both are the only countries which entereed 
into same sort of political union with Egypt in moa- 
ern times. Once more, therefore, we may say that 
Egypt and Sudan among the Arab countries are, 
like Egypt and Syria, turns among sisters (see Fig- 


ure No.2). 


The relative weights of the reciprocal relations 
between the two twin-sisters, however, are not and 
cannot of course be, equal. The massive size ot 
Egypt both geographically and historically, culturally 
and economically, makes the ratio of its relations 


and dealings with Sudan relative to its total foreign 
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outlet in lieu of its natural orientations towards Nilot- 
ic Egypt. 


It is difficult to discuss the Nilotic dimension of 
Egypt without especially stressing the place of Su- 
dan therein. Owing to the two factors of geographic 
contiguity and the vital hydrological unity, it Nas al- 
ways been one of the countries most closely asso- 
ciated with Egypt. This is much the same as in the 
case of Syria where the bond of strategic unity re- 
places that of hydrology. In consequence, there is 
between Egypt and Sudan, as between Egypt and 
Syria, a ‘special relationship’ in one sense or anoth- 


Cr. 


Both relationships are age-long and antedate 
Arabism which only added more cement to them. 


This is clearly reflected in the fact that both Syria 
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ever, had hardly begun when it stumbled over a 
new ‘sudd’, now of a political not a physical nature - 
British colonialism - and was for ever checked. Sig- 
nilicantly, ‘Arab’ Sudan ends precisely in the vicinity 
of Bahr Al- ‘Arab’. Forced to retreat to its original 
core area, the Egyptian empire, which had turned 
geopoliticaily into a ‘mixed’ type of state, returned as 
it started an ‘intensive’, nuclear state. On the other 
side, the British domination in the Sudsn, in its bid to 
truncate the Nilotic dimension of Egypt, attempted to 
overturn the natural and historical gradient of the 
basin away from Egypt. Hence its schemes to sewer 
the Southern Sudan from its mother-country, link it 
up closely with East Africa and orient it to the Indian 
Ocean. Similarly, northern Sudan itself was de- 


signed forcibly to look forward to the Red Sea fot 
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it explode by leaps and bounds through the depths 
of the Nile Basin and even right up to East Africa. 
Those were the days of the Egyptian-Arabian- 
islamic empire of Mohammed Ali and his succes- 
sors. This swift march early reacned the Bahr Al- 
Arab/Bahr Al-Ghazal line only, however, to halt at 


Equatoria because of the Sudd impasse. 


Paradoxically enough, the Nile, which ought 
logically to be a continuous avenue through the 
heart of the continent and the upper reaches of its 
basin, soon turns here, owing to the very reassons 
that made it such a colossal artery, into that inmpene- 
trable swampy barrier. The northern tide had there- 
fore to outtlank it in a major detour towards the Red 


sea coast in Somalia and Eritrea. This swing, how- 
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rectly from the Arabia via the Red Sea preceded its 
ISlamization across the Nile valley, it is certain that 
Egypt gave an energising push or fillip to the new 
‘tide ano provided the most effective base for the 
Arabisation of the Sudan. Thus since the Arab con- 
quest of Egypt, the march of Islam steadily made for 
sudan, while the obstacle of Christian Nubia was 
soon engulfed and slowly but surely permeated by 
some sort of osmotic pressure before it was finally 
stormed by military invasion. The door was at last 


wide open. 


It will be seen however, that the Arabisation of 
sudan was not the role of Egypt alone. It must be 
said too, that the latter Nilotic dimension remained 


for long rather restricted. Only in the 19"" century did 
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Abyssinia, however, represents the end - and 
climax - of the religious impulses from Egypt. It was 
wholly attached to the Alexandria Church, and there 
Coptic Christianity formed its last resort, thus finally 
becoming the largest Coptic island in Africa long af- 
ter the creed had almost emigrated from its home- 
land and lagged a little on the way. Through this vir- 
tual migration, we can readily see once more that 
the past features and culture elements of the core of 
the Egyptian culture-area are now the features of its 


Nilotic margins. 


With the advent of Islam, Egypt's role is once 
more emphasised. Although it is now scientifically 
established that the Arabisation of Sudan long pre- 


ceded its Islamization, and that its Islamization di- 
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tion and creed south, also repeated the same role 
with Christianity and Islam. Although Christianity 
took over in Egypt a Egypt a special tinge peculiar to 
Itself alone, so much so that Coptic is sometimes 
Classified among the so-called ‘ethnic religions' (i.e., 
restricted to a definite people and region), it didn't 
fail to range for a field along the Nil basin. It first 
Spread among the Nubians of Beja, soon to take es- 
pecially deep roots in the former where two Chris- 
tian kingdoms arose, Dangola and Aloa. It is inter- 
esting that Christianity, long after it had been 
deserted in Egypt, adopted Nubia 'en route' as its 
new stronghold, so it long kept resisting the mount- 
ing tide of Islam until the two kingdoms fell in the 
14! century. Likewise, Christianity survied tor some- 


time among the Bejas. 
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and its language was influenced by ancient Egyp- 
tian and later by Coptic. Indeed, some surmise - this 
may be a mere guess - that Nubian is but some form 
of survial relics of ancient egyptian. The Middle 
Kingdom especially led extensive punitive cam- 
paigns unto Nubians and the people of the ‘Wawat', 
while by the time of the New Kingdom the area had 
been thoroughly Egyptianised and the capital city of 
Napata founded near the 4" cataract. Egypt too, en- 
tered into constant contact with the Beja of the Red 
sea Mountains and waged many battles against 
them and their neighbouring Blemmyes for pacifica- 
tion. The cultural consequences are evident in their 


borrowing inter alia of the cult of Isis from Egypt. 


Egypt, just as it exported its pharaonic civiliza- 
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Egypt. Impulses from the core reach them rather 
slowly and belatedly, i.e., after a time - lag, yet there 
they survive long after they had much evolved or 
even been extinct in the core itself. To this extent, 
these penumbra-margins look like living geographi- 
cal museums of an Egyptian history since long 


passed away. 


As a rule, this cultural rayonnement from Egypt 
usually took place along a bundle of three axes, viz., 
the Nile axis to the backbone, the wadis (valleys) of 
the Eastern Desert and the caravan routes of the 
Western Desert. Pharaonic Egypt since early had 
close contacts with Nubia and is believed to have 
given it its name from gold - ‘nib’ - which attracted it 


there. From Egypt, too, Nubia borrowed civilizations 
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religious turn which, synonymous with myrrh, in- 
cense, etc., would set it at once on the path to Punt 
and Somalia. The southward orientation has pre- 
vailed. The fact that Thebes, the great metropolis 
which remained for long the political capital, was so 
peripherically situated in the far south, possibly 


helped emphasise the southerly orientation of 


Egypt. 


The ‘Drang nach Sliden'’, however, never 
ceased throughout ancient times and later. These 
southerly borders and confines seem to have been 
he land of the ‘Nehes' of the ancient Egyptians and 
likewise the ‘Merisse’ region of Coptic Egypt. They 
all historically look like the margins and peripheries 


of a culture-area the centre or nucleus of which is 
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Huzayyin postulates a shrewd hypothesis as to 
the mechanism whereby the Nilotic orientation of 
Egypt dated either as occasionally a substitute for, 
or as complementary to the southward Asiatic di- 
mension. He suggests that the climatic oscillations 
which the Middie and Near East experienced down 
to classical times, and which need not necessarily 
be of considerable magnitude, normally set the area 
into unrest, chaos and human turmoil, eventually 
driving out the bedouin nomads to raids and razzi- 
as, thus paralysing trade between Egypt and West- 
ern Asia on one hand and prompting them to invade 
Egypt particularly North Egypt, on the other. At this 
juncture, egyptian power would normally withdraw 
south to its traditional stronghold in Upper Egypt, es- 


pecially around Thebes, where it would assume a 
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its famous but wasteful S-shaped bend, proceeded 
more directly to the north, Egypt's ties with the cont. 
nent would have probably been more intimate. In all 
cases, however, the desert remains a serious barri- 
er in the face of the Nilotic dimension of Egypt re- 
stricting it in range and in depth whether soutnward 
or westward. The Nile cataracts, which some author- 
ities consider to be the racial filter and/ or the most 
northerly limit of. the negroes and negritic influences 
in the river basin, place yet another serious obstacle 
across the sole artery to the heart of the continent. 
The limits of Egyptian political influence usually did 
not exceed or overstep the 27 or 3 cataract (very 
occasionally the 4"), although the cultural influenc- 


es penetrated further away into ancient Ethiopia. 
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oact and condensed as Lower Egypt, the overall ter- 
ritory of Egypt woulda have certainly been much re- 
duced. Furthermore, linear Upper Egypt imparted 
Egypt with a far-reaching cultural depth in Africa; it is 
an agile, though tenuos, arrow sent towards the 
heart of the continent carrying further its civilization 
and culture. As tar as mechanically possible, it 
eludes or obviates the stubborn almost impassable 
obstacle of the desert. Had Upper Egypt been com- 
pact in shape, the history of Egypt's relations with 
the continent would have radically changed and It 
would have in one form or another given it back to 
the mother continert, becoming more Asiatic that it 


actually Is. 


On the other hand, had the Nubian Nile, with 
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km-long slot of Upper Egypt whose area is approxi- 


mately 12,00 km*. 


Now it must be emphasised that such a form Is 
generally 'uneconomical' from the point of view of 
settlement, communications, production of services, 
etc., because in all these these activities we have to 
deal with the minimum unit of populations against 
the maximum unit of distance. Clearly economic- 
geographic pattern of the country is not the ideal for 
the economic geographer. Yet for the very same 
reason it is most ideal for the strategist and for the 
purposes of history and culture. To be sure, it Is line- 
ar Upper Egypt (the Said) that precisly extended the 
overall area of Egypt by adding to it the major part ot 


her desert territory. Had Upper Egypt been a com- 
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Chapter Ill 


The Nilotic Dimension 


From the outset, the peculiar linear patterns of 
the Nile valley in Egypt cannot escape notice. De- 
spite the near-square shape of political Egypt, ecu- 
menical Egypt (i.e., habitable Egypt, ‘Egypte utile’) 
is exceptionally and strikingly unlinear, an elongat- 
ed bocy that has length rather than breadth. This is 
typically the Chile-type of morphology, and also re- 
minds of the Algerian Tell. From north to south, 
Egypt is some 1 2000 km long, but the total area of 
the ecumena is only 35,00 km¢. A circle with only a 
200 km-radius would suffice to encompass the 
whole of cultivable Egypt, while another circle with a 


125 km-radius can similarly take in the nearly 1 QOO 


~ 


In other words, the two 'unities' are of a differ- 
ent order and level, and it is a difference In kind not 
in degree, hence they do not clash or oppose one 
another. And Egypt, without sacrificing any other 
Arab associations in least may legitimately look to- 
wards Africa and develop its natural dimension 
there, as indeed it always did, neither ignoring its 
position as the guardian of the northern gateway of 
the continent and the fulcrum of the Afro-Asian soli- 
darity front, nor at the same time forgetting the fact 
that Africa is the vast hinterland behind it and one 
with which its future in world politics and strategy is 


closely linked. 
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edged weapon, cutting both sides, Arabism as well 


as Africanism. 


The truth of the matter however is that the theo- 
ry basically falsities the issue or at least distorts the 
right Vision. For one thing, Arab or Egyptian in- 
fluence never ceased to penetrate the Sahara from 
time immemorial. It is surely too much to talk of the 
desert as a sand as a sand ocean in the age of jet 
planes. For another thing,. the African unity is merely 
one of concerted action, ofgoldarty in the interna- 
tional field in order better to cme wi WI ib common for- 
eign pressures. The Arab unity % once existence 
and destiny, i.e. one of political amalgamation The 


former does not seel a constitutional mierger the lat- 


ter is essentially bent on complete unification, 
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is now playing the leading role in the liberation 
movement in the continent just as it did in the civiliz- 
ing stage of yore - irom the mother continent, onr- 
mally claim that the Sahara is a major obstacle, as 
affecting as an ocean, dividing the continent in two. 
Thus they underline the basis dichotomy of the 
Arabs and the Negroes. This rules out any African 


unity. 


The theory, which looks much like the other 
side of the much older theory of the ‘unity of the 
Mediterranean sea', can only end in creating a 
clear-out antagonism between the idea of Arab unity 
and that of African unity. The two, it would follw, are 
opposed; to accept the one you have to split the oth- 


er. As such, the theory emerges as a doubled- 
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of its counterpart along the savanna belt on the oth- 
er side of the Sahara. Even a current from 
Andalusia and Spain joined this Maghreb drift dur- 
ing the Reconquista. Andalusian Moslems poured 
into Egypt either as alarmists or as refugees. In the 
st century A.D. for example, 15 000 families immi- 


grated in Alexandria. 


Such, in outline are the salient features of 
Egypt's dimension in Africa. It is clear that in most 
parts it coincides roughly with the limits of the Arab 
World or the Arab realm. Hence rises the question 
as to exactly how and where Egypt falls between 
Arabism and Africanism. Exactly what is the connec- 
tion between Arab unity and African unity? Those 


who wish to isolate the Arabs-especially Egypt who 


a) 
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the ties came with Fatimid conquest of Egypt which 


lasted some two centuries. 


Pilgrimage, however, best sums up the histori- 
cal relations along this axis. The ‘Maghrebi proces- 
sion’ annually gathered some 50 QO0 pilgrims, it Is 
estimated. This ‘pilgrimage route’ is to this day sym- 
bolised by the scores of tombs and shrines of Magh- 
rebi Sheikhs and Marabous strung all along our 
North-West coast beginning from Sidi Barrani, Mer- 
sa Matrun to the heart of the Delta. This pilgrimage 
route was actually a line both of movement and 
settlement. Many Maghrebis finally settled along it in 
Egypt, especially in Cairo, where they had always a 
quarter of their own, the Magharba quarter. The 


whole seems like an Arabian. Mediterranean copy 
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said that it is easier for Welsher to meet at Padding- 


ton rather than anywhere in Wales!). 


In the last few decades, the Italian invasion 
and the concomitant dispersal of the Cyrenaicans 
brought many into Egypt for political asylum or for 
settlement. Besides, the Awlad Ali, the sem 
nomadic tribes of Marmaraica Maryut, the North- 
West littoral of Egypt, represent an ethnic link with 
the Maghreb for they are originally of Libyan de- 


scent. 


Egypt has been the gateway to the Arabisation 
of the Maghreb. Medieval relations never ceased 
with Jeziret Al-Maghreb and Shinkit (Mauritania). All 
along the coastal route, a system of warning mes- 


sages by huge fires made for secrity. The climax of 
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On the other hand, the limits of the Egyptian empire 
or state more often than not included Cyrenaica and 
sometimes extended to Tripolitania, especially un- 
der the Ptolemies and Arabs. The Romans ordinarily 


considered the former as parts of the province of 


Egypt. 


In the days of the Crusades and the Mongol 
threats of Asia, Egypt's interest in Libya was waring, 
but her cultural imprint was none the less felt, and 
Cyrenaica looked to Egypt as the vast centre of life 
and the natural emporium (In view of the disorient- 
ed, marginal patterns off settlement around the Je- 
ble Akhdar, it would seem that it was sometimes 
easier for her tribes to meet at the terminal of the 
coastal route in Alexandria or Cairo rather than any- 


where else! - much the same as is now facetiously 
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Along the axis of North Africa, Egypt's foreign 
relations are different and overlap with the Arab 
background. Both the Maghreb and the Nile Basin 
Stand out like two huge arms ending both at Egypt 
through which they are appended to the Ring Felix 
of the Arab East. From the very outset, Egypt en- 
tered into far-reaching and close relations with Lib- 
yans (variously called by them the Tehenu, Tamehu, 
Meshuwesh, Lebu or Rebu, etc.). As nomads, their 
pillaging raids on the rich cornlands of Egypt never 
ceased; the counter-campaigns never ceased too. 
Numerous Libyans infiltrated and settled for good, 
and are known to have become wholly Egyptian- 
ised. This is particularly true of the western front of 
the Delta, the Fayyum and ports of Middle Egypt. At 


least one dynasty (the 22"°) was of Libyan origin. 


— 


well-known case of the Nilotics of the Upper Nile. 


There are many medieval records of fairly 
close ties between Egypt and the Western Sudan 
and West Africa all along the savanna - Sahel corri- 
dor. Of the ‘pilgrims route’ making for Mecca, a sub-~ 
stantial drift annually made for Cairo, the Seat of Al- 
Azhar. Students, traders and dignitaries from the 
Sudan regularly visited Egypt and some settled 
down, like the toncolors leaving their traces till now 


in certain places or names in the country. 


Both lbn Khaldun and {bn Battuta made fre- 
quent reference to these movements. Many Europe- 
an discoverer too, later expressed surprise to find 
the name and prestige of Egypt wherever they went 


in West Africa. 


82 
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the great African Fertile Crescent in the north, while 
south extends another crescent all along the bor- 
ders of the tropical ‘Sahel' and savanna belt. The 
Sudan and Mauritania close or round up the circuit 
from east and west around the dead heart of the Sa- 
hara itself which is traversed only through the lines 


of oaks in its heart. 


We can now follow up Egypt impinging on 
Africa against this geographical framework. To be- 
gin with, the early maritime expeditions to punt 
along the Red Sea axis are typical. some historian- 
sextend punt to mean South Arabia and East Africa 
beside the African Horn. Other cultural reverbera- 
tions extended along the Sahara axis where traces 
of Egyptian influences were found among certain 


tribes of Nigeria, West Africa, not to mention the 


— 
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other than Egypt to challenge the unfair indictment - 
it is simply the ‘mother of history’, so called, in a con- 


tinent ‘sans histoire’, so described. 


The cultural influences of Egypt on Africa, how- 
ever, differ and change in depth, density and in kind 
from a region to another. Natural obstacles and géo- 
graphical distance confine the effective range to the 
northern half of the continent, beyond which the ef- 
fects dwindle and die out. Within the northern half, 
Its spread and impact are canalised along certain 


paths governed by the physical make-up. 


The ecumene around the Sahara almost re- 
peats, though on a much vaster scale, the pattern of 
the Ring Felix we found around the Desert of Arabia. 


Thus the Nile and the Maghreb make up together 
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which was the cradle of civilization and its vanguard 
in the continent, has always exported much of her 
cultural elements to it. Geographical and historical 
conditions made her the leading torch in the dark 
continent. If any single country has ever led its conti- 
nent throughout history without a break or a contest, 
that country Egypt in Africa. It is, more than any other 
country in the world, the eternal leader of her conti- 
nent. If, again, any country culturally gave and in- 
fluenced its continent most before the advent of Eu- 
rope, that country is easily Egypt. Much of the 
civilization of Africa was partly derived from Egypt, 
and most of the Islam of the continent passed 
through it. On the other hand, the continent, which 
some rate as culturally the last of the continents be- 


fore Antarctica (!), finds none among her daughters 


migrated north and that Egypt thus derived from 
Abyssinia not only physically (soil and water), but 
also humaanly (flesh and blood). This, however, is 
rather a sort of mythical folklore which deforms 
some nebulous and ambiguous part. Alternatively, it 
may remind us of the old traditions of the Ancient 
Egyptian themselves who named the land of punt 


the ‘land of the ancestors’. 


Nowadays it is fashionable, perhaps as a 
sharp reaction to imperialist attempts to dismember 
the continent to search for the origins of the relation- 
ships between Africans in the fields of archaeology 
of early man. To base modern orientation on the evi- 
dence of theories or pre-history or even pre-homo 
Sapiens, very tenuous and debatable, is a danger- 


ous path. And it would suffice here to say that Egypt, 
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Chapter Il 
The African Dimension 


It is all too evident that Egypt derives her soil 
and water from African sources; her body is mani- 
festly part of Africa's. It, as we have seen owing to 
her marginal or peripheral position in the continent, 
Egypt is the most Asiatic of Africa. She is neverthe- 
less not necessarily the least African. As for the peo- 
ple, the prevailing theories connect them with the 
African Horn in origin and find a more or less close 
tie between the Ancient Egyptians and the Somalis. 
The cradle of the Hamites is generally supposed to 
be within the Horn, and to these both people belong 
some ancient Ethiopians used to consider the an- 


cient Egyptians as originally their descendants, only 
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Asian side. The Palestine issue has crystallised this 
tendency just as the Crusades did in the Middle- 
Age. Since the Palestine War (1948) and the Revo- 
lution (1952), the armies of Egypt have fought their 


main battles on Asian soil, including the Yemen. 


Clearly enough, then, the Asian dimension !s 
the axial one in the external orientation of Egypt. It is 
essentially a relationship of give and take from both 
sides, continuous and knows no breaks. It is quite 
wrong to claim, as did some, that ‘no good ever 
came to us trom Asia’, the allusion being to the dev- 
astating menace of the Mongols, Turks, ete. Such a 


view is partial and scientifically unfounded. 


: Mutiplicky of dimensions and aspacte 


ly Palestine) is nerarer to Egypt than it is to any oth- 
er part of thereof. If Syria and Iraq can in one sense 
be considered as twins amongst the Arab sisters. 
oyria and Egypt should make together another cou- 
plet of twins. This intensity of relationship comes to 
its zenith in Palestine in particular, where Egyptian 
impact ad influence are indeed most felt. The Pales- 
tinians are probably among the nearest Arabs in di- 
alect, way of life and in skin colour to the Egyptians. 
Indeed, it is one of the very rare cases where Egyp- 
tians are known to have immigrated and where 
Egyptian blood has infiltrated (the personal name 


‘Egyptian’ is relatively widespread there). 


At Present, these can be no denying that the 
centre of gravity of the national policy of Egypt, ner 


Arabist or Arab nationalism activities, lies on the 
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Today, the emergence of oil has come to inten- 
sity this interaction through busieness transactions, 


tourism, educational interests, etc. 


the fact remains, however, that in the final anal- 
ysis, some ‘sbecial relationship’ exists between 
Egypt and Syria. Syria is probably the one regional 
unit has been tn the profoundest relation and con- 
tact with Egypt throughout most history, or, let us 
say, if we consider the 'mean of history’. Besides ge- 
ographical continuity and closeness, ther has been 
the all-important strategic unity between the two 
countries. The Syrian Desert, it will be observed, 
separates Palestine from lraq consideraderably. 
Therefore, while North lraq and North Syria are 
much closer one another than they are to any other 


part of the Arab World, Southern Syria (i.e. especial- 
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coastal strip which automatically leads to and links 
up with Syria. The trend to Arabia, on the contrary, is 
a sharp change in direction of a lengthy detour. Be- 
sides, the physical contact in environment between 
Egypt (fluvial) and Syria (Mediterranean) makes for 
basic differences in production and hence for wide 
potentiality of economic exchange. Arabia, poor 
desert and hardly productive, has little to trade with. 
In any case, the historical relationship between 
Egyot of the Fertile Crescent (the northern half of the 
Ring Felix) outweighed those with the southern 


crescent of that Ring. 


The advent of Islam, however, redressed the 
balance to some extent and raised the pulse of in- 
teraction between Egypt and the Peninsula through 


religion, language and immigrations. 
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estine and Syria. 


It is interesting to know that all these new arri- 
vals still reflect their regional origins and foreign ex- 
traction in their personal names which are trequent- 
ly derived from place-names. Such names generally 
refer to the area of junction between Syria and 


Anatolia and Caucasia, or West Asia in short. 


At this juncture, certain regional differences 
within our Asian dimension make themselves mani- 
fest. In general, our ties with the northern sector 
were in a measure stronger than those with the 
southern, especially in ancient times before Islam. 
The fact is that Egypt, linked to both Syria and 
Arabia via Sinai, finds her way to the former more 


direct or easy because the main track in Sinai is the 
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dawn of history in the assured Semitic element in 
the (otherwise Hamitic) ancient Egyptian language, 
was emphasized. With the advent of Islam Egypt 
took over the Arab personality in full. Ever since she 
nas been the focus and cultural hub of the Arab 
World, the major bastion of Islam and Islamism as 
well as the land-bridge between Arab Asia and Arab 


Africa. 


| since Islam, it is noticeable that most ethnic 
strains that infiltrated into Egypt, whether individuat 
or collective, came from the Asian side and flanks. 
Thus apart from the Arabs, there came Kurds, Turko- 
mans, Ghuzz, Daylam (all as mamelukes of the 
Ayybids and Mamelukes); Turks later, and with them 
the Circasiasians (and Chechens) in the last century 


Armenians but notably Syrians from Lebanon, Pal- 
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er separated from the Ring Felix, whether before or 
after Islam. She has, significantly, been party to the 
three chapters in the story of monotheism. The 
cradles of the three religions, in Palestine, Sinai and 
Hyzar, describe together a triangle or an arrow, the 
angle of which touches upon Egypt in Sinai. The 
three creeds too, successively came to Egypt, like 
religious layers, although each subsequent layer 
submerged and displaced the previous one, until Is- 
lam became the dominant stratum. Egypt too played 
some role inthe events of all three religions: thus it 
was a base and a ‘point d'appui' to Moses, an asy- 
lum to Jesus and a blood-tie to Mohammed (who 


married Mary, the Coptic gift). 


The paramount importance of the Asian dimen- 


sion in Egyptian life, which is reflected even from the 
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Asian front. Most outward movements from Egypt 
and most of her battles took place on Asian soil. The 
traditional frame or zone of Egyptian influence usu- 
ally reached the foothills of Anatolia, the upper 
Euphrates on the one side of the skirts of Arabia 


paetra on the other. 


This ‘Drang nach Osten', however, expanded 
greatly in the 19°" century so as to include Anatolia 
right, up to Istanbul or nearly, and likewise penetrat- 
ed into Arabia to the Persian Gulf of the Yemen 


(Mehemet Ali). 


Throughout most phases of history, the prov- 
ince of Egypt included most of the Syrian depen- 
dencieés as well as the western coast of Arabia 


(Hijaz of Yemen). 


From the purely religious point, Egypt was nev- 
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It should be added that the Sinai route is far 
more important than the Kosseir route, which was 
only complementary. Only one military campaign is 
known to have used it, dispatches from India against 
Napoleon. Yet it was important to transit trade, espe- 
cially that the northern sector of the Red Sea is diffi- 
cult for navigation (coral reefs, plus violent local cy- 


clones and winds). 


The Sinai way, too, was unsafe in phases of 
foreign dangers in Syris such as during the Cru- 
sades when East-West trade had to swing from 
North to South via Upper Egypt and the distant Red 
Sea. The same was true of the pilgrimage way from 
Magnreb. 


Apart from relative weights, the two routes 


channelled most of Egypt's foreign activities into the 
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sal and complete only where it came by land, i.e., in 
Egypt and Sudan. It was essentially via and through 
Egypt, too, that the Arabisation of Sudan took place. 
It ts easy to see how different the whole history of 
ancient and modern Egypt would have been had 
the Red Sea extended fully to reach the Mediterra- 


nean without a break, 


In the result, the North-East is the main axis of 
Egypt's external. It is more to them than the Khayber 
Pass is to India or Thermopylae is to Greece. 
Through it poured in all the invasions of human 
drifts that history records, the exceptions being very 
few and limited to the west (such as the Libyans of 
Pharaonic times, of the Fatimid Berbers, and subse- 
quently), or to the South (such as the Nubians or 


Ethiopians). 


C17 |} 
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theme of the 'King Felix’. This is the richer or habita- 
ble part of it surrounding the desert - the ‘Dead 
Hearth' of Arabia - and spread all along the coasts 
of the Arab Sea, Iraq, Syria. Here, Egypt comes to 
complete the circle via the links of Sinai and Qina- 
Kosseir. The whole is a complete circuit, through 
which all the major current of history and life in the 
area were canalised. Egypt is therein an important 
pole. She stands on the threshold of Africa, and 
looks upon the window of Asia. All this emphasizes 
the Asian dimension in Egyptian existence past and 


present. 


The value of the land connection in this orien- 
tation is made clearer if we think how Islam and 
Arabisation are very local, mainly coastal and partial 


all along Eastern Africa, whereas it becomes univer- 
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Sea' as appeared on 19" century maps. 


5) The Qina-Kosseir corridor between the Qina 
Band and the Red Sea is another pointer to Asia. 
This route (only 100 miles) is the ‘waist' of the 
Eastern Desert. The Ancient Egyptians called it 
the ‘Route of the Gods on the assumption that 
their ancestors came there. It is of secondary im- 
portance in our Asian orientation relative to Sinai, 
which may be dubbed the ‘Route of Kings', hav- 
ing been so incessantly crossed by armies and 


Invasions. 


The sum total effect of these geographical con- 
trols and determinants is that Egypt entered into the 
closest contacts with W. Asia, even before the incep- 
tion of the Arab World. In fact, the Arab East can be 


reduced from the ecumenical point of view to the 


kened sometimes to the Arabian peninsula in 
miniature, has always raised the question: African 
or Asian? Anyway, it is the trait-d'union and a 
good conductor between the two continents. It is 
also the link between Egypt and the Arab. East, 
just as Egypt is, the link between the Arab East 
and West. physiographically it carries elements 
and features from: Syria, Arabia, and the Red 
sea Mountains. Ethnically, you'll find representa- 
tive in Sinai of all the tribes of the three mentioed 


areas. 


4) Besides Sinai and much like it, the Red Sea is as 
much Asian as it is African. Even the Eastern ba- 
sin of Mediterranean is Afro-Asian besides being 
European. It is interesting that that part of it to the 


south of Crete is locally known as the ‘African 
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ongated yet very attenuated, with a length rather 
than a width, the Egyptian ecumene is like a lotus 
flower, a goblet or a palm tree. Suffice it that the 
Delta is twice an area as Upper Egypt (the Valley) 
and likewise contains 2/3 the population of the 
economic production of Egypt. In short, the natu- 
ral momentum of Egypt and its centre of gravity is 
in the north. Besides, the north has been through- 
out history the centre of world power, politics and 
civilizations, influences and potential dangers, 


eIc. 


3) The Delta is wide open sidewise, leads automati- 
cally to Sinai, which carries in her northern strip 
(the ‘Jeffar' of the Arabs (= sand dunes) a natural 
bridge-route to Asia. Hence Sinai is the eastern 


gateway of Egypt and its master key. Sinal, Ii- 
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northward, and most porticularly nortn-eastward. 


The question is simply: why? 


1) A glance at the map (see Figure No. 1) reveals 
that the Nile does not flow in Egypt at the middle 
of the desert, but is clearly bastward, say roughly 
at a ratio of 1/3:2/8. The uninhabited and uninha- 
bitable gap between the Nile valley in Egypt and 
the nearest neighbours in widest of the Libyan 
side and least on the Syrian side (nearly three 
times as large). Significance: Egypt's nearest 
neighbour is in Asia. Had the Nile's trend been 
diiferent, Egypt's history would have been differ- 


ent. 


2) Not only does the Nile flow northwards, but the 
Egyptian ‘ecumene' (the habitable block land) 


grows richer and wider in that same direction. El- 
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Chapter | 
The Asiatic Dimension 


Of the two continental dimensions, the maxi- 
mum weight goes always and from the beginning to 
the Asiatic which comes earlier, whereas the African 
lays very much behind. Although in Africa by loca- 
tion, Egypt has always been in Asia by impact and 
history. As Fitzgerald says, in her foreign relations 


Egypt nas been more Asian than African. 


Even without disregarding the Asian influences 
and relations in East Africa up to Madagascar, it can 
sajely be stated that Egypt is the most Asiatic part of 


Africa. 


The whole (or main) historical momentum and 


geographical gravity of Egypt has bees primarily 
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Sudan and Syria respectively. 


So we get four dimensions in all: the Asian and 
African on the continental level, the Nilotic and Mea- 
iterranean on the regional. Clearly, they partly over- 
lap. They, too, mix up with the Arab cadre or frame- 
work which is not considersd here a dimension but 
rather the essentia! fabric of the Egyptian ‘presence’ 
of which will be treated later. The push and pull be- 
tween those dimensions, their ebb and flow during 
the successive stages of history, are of paramount 
importance in shaping the outwork, character and 


learnig of Egypt. 
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lapsed and regressed during her ominous famines 
to something reminiscent of Negro-land with its bar- 
barism, cannibalism, slavery of impotence. In other 
words, Egypt somehow oscillated between the civili- 
zation of her Mediterranean head and that of her Ni- 


lotic or African roots. 


Again she is the link between the east (AI- 
Mashria) and the west (Al-Maghrreb) of the Arab 
World, as well as the primary natural corridor be- 
tween Asia and Africa. This means that Egypt has 
two fundamental dimensions, the Asian and the Afri- 
can, both of which contributed to the formation of her 
personality and coloured it to a certain extent The 
African side gave Us life, the two dimensions are 
represented in our poiltical orientation by the two 


experiments in unification which took place with Su- 
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INTRODUCTION 
THE FOUR DIMENSIONS OF EGYPT 


By Virtue of her central position on the Old 
World at the the corner-stone of the Continental 
Triad, Egypt is necessarily poly-dimensional, i.e., 
her geographical orientation gives many dimen- 
sions and sides to her history, historical role and for- 
eign relations. The aim and theme of-this study is 
simply to delineate and survey these areal dimen- 
sions and to account for them. in geographical 


terms. 


Egypt is the connecting nexus between the 
Mediterranean World and the whole Nile Basin. 
Even from the strictly human and social point, the 
culture of Egypt which outdistanced and overshad- 


owed that of medieval Europe,very ofty often re- 
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in his final findings, he came to the conclusion 
that, in spite of these different dimensions, the heart 
and essence of Egypt, remained always, first and 


foremost, Egyptian! 


The Editor 
A. Saleh Hamdan 
Docteur d'Etat és Lettres et 
Sciences Humaines 


(Sorbonne) 
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Letter Of the editor 


The Egyptian geographer, Gamal Hamdan, 
wrote this study in the early seventies and was in- 
tended to assist Western scholars and researchers 


in their works on Egypt's geo-political studies. 


It was later included, with more details, in his 
famous encyclopedic work, issued in Arabic: ‘The 


Personality of Egypt' ™?. 


In this study, Gamal Hamdan dealt with the four 
dimensions of Egypt: the Asiatic dimension, the Afri- 
can dimension, the Nilotic dimension and the Medi- 
terranean dimension, After discussing the interac- 
tion between these four dimensions, he then gave 


some geographical analogies. 


1- Gamal Hamdan, “The Personally of Egypt" In 4 Vols,, Cairo, 1980- 
84, 


a 
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